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CHAPTER 6  
 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AS A FORM OF 
PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE 
 
Ijlal Naqvi  
 
 
 
 
 
The Singapore government increasingly conducts a wide-ranging 
variety of community engagement, which involve some degree of 
public participation in government decision-making. These range from 
Our Singapore Conversation, a wide-ranging discussion of what 
Singaporeans want for their future, to the Colour Your Buses 
campaign in which citizens could vote on whether public buses should 
be red or green. While these engagement processes typically inform 
and consult, or occasionally involve deliberation and co-creation, they 
rarely — if ever — empower citizens to make consequential decisions 
in the manner of Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright’s concept of 
Empowered Participatory Governance (2003).  
 
Empowered Participatory Governance (EPG) is a theoretical 
framework for understanding bottom-up approaches to governance, 
which are intended to achieve practical solutions for specific areas of 
public problems through reasoned deliberation involving ordinary 
 Chapter 6: Community Engagement as a Form of Participatory Governance 
 
99 
 
citizens and local level officials. This approach is unabashedly 
normative, with Fung and Wright describing EPG processes as 
schools of democracy; the act of participation not only puts democratic 
principles into practice, but inculcates democratic norms among the 
participants. The cases introduced in the Real Utopias book represent 
a range of possibilities across the dimensions of EPG, with the best 
known being participatory budgeting in the city of Porto Alegre, Brazil.  
In participatory budgeting, ordinary citizens make proposals on how 
the municipal budget should be spent, and then deliberate on which 
will be funded in popular assemblies. The contrast to Singapore’s 
more established mode of technocratic governance could not be more 
stark, and the fundamental enabling condition of EPG — a rough 
balance of power among participating actors — is typically unmet in 
situations where the government is involved. How then has 
Singapore’s pragmatic and resourceful government fared with 
adopting novel forms of participatory practices? 
 
This chapter proceeds to examine the particular case of a voluntary 
welfare organisation (VWO), which I will call Connect, which ran some 
community engagement exercises in a public housing estate 
concerning renovations and new construction of healthcare facilities 
aimed at serving the needs of an ageing population. Connect’s 
unusual characteristics serve to illustrate some of the broader themes 
of community engagement practices in Singapore including the 
relationship with government, tradeoffs of efficiency and process, and 
the cultivation of a sense of ownership among the citizens being 
engaged.  
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In Singapore, government is the unavoidable partner in any public act. 
From access to spaces such as void decks, influencing policy, or 
securing funds, all is easier in alignment with government actors. For 
Connect, its patron is the Member of Parliament (MP) of the area 
where the proposed senior care facilities are located. Connect’s initial 
funding was based on donations solicited through the patron’s social 
network. Moreover, the patron’s role as grassroots advisor was a 
channel to the People’s Association’s (PA) Resident’s Committees 
(RCs), which were a crucial component of Connect’s outreach 
strategy. Key members of Connect’s staff were seconded from the 
public sector. While the funding and staff resources were of course an 
important component of Connect’s operations, the personal networks 
and bureaucratic know-hows of the seconded staff were possibly an 
even greater asset to the organisation. The multiple identities of 
Connect staff as volunteers or affiliates of the MP and the ruling party 
were deployed as was considered advantageous to the situation. 
Collaborating with the RCs was crucial in terms of providing an 
extension to Connect’s manpower, without which it could not have 
conducted so many door-knocking sessions or the like. Reflecting on 
the advantages and disadvantages of this operating strategy, one 
Connect staffer simply commented “PA. It’s gahmen lah.” With all the 
capabilities that this brings, there are some Singaporeans who will 
simply have nothing to do with PA-associated events or the RC.  
 
To work with the RCs in place of growing a network of volunteers on 
its own is emblematic of the tradeoffs between outcomes and process 
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that Connect was faced with. To cultivate a new, more organic 
network would have been a hugely time-intensive and uncertain 
commitment. Instead, Connect worked with the existing RC networks 
to extend its reach quickly, but thus did not get the benefits of 
mobilising citizens around their chosen topic of health and general 
welfare of seniors. Instead, Connect constantly negotiated with the 
chairs of the RCs to get them to assist with Connect’s plans. As RC 
chairs are appointed by the MP, the community engagement 
exercises relied on and reinforced existing relationships with local 
residents rather than allowing anything new to develop.  
 
That Connect originated the ideas for which it sought the RC’s 
involvement also speaks to the ownership of the community 
engagement exercises, which largely remained with Connect rather 
than the community residents or even the RCs. The community 
engagement exercises themselves did not produce decisions. They 
were informative or consultative exercises as Connect itself was only 
an intermediary to the various public sector actors responsible for 
renovating, constructing, or managing the senior care facilities in 
question. As the residents could not make decisions and did not 
originate the engagement exercises, the sense of ownership that 
could be generated in such a situation was limited. The public service 
organisations responsible for constructing the facilities had their own 
constraints with regard to timelines and budgets. Suggestions from 
community members were considered, and fulfilled wherever possible, 
but priorities were always determined by institutionalised pressures to 
complete the project in a timely manner.  
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The construction which Connect’s community engagement exercises 
contributed to is now completed. While it shows every evidence of 
being an excellent public health facility, there is little sense that it was 
meaningfully shaped by processes of community engagement. The 
enabling conditions of EPG were not met, nor were local residents 
ever empowered to address local problems. Consequently, it is hard 
to argue that any sense of ownership was generated by the 
community engagement in this instance. However, it is equally hard 
to argue that the facility is lacking in a way that could be addressed by 
EPG-style exercises. Nonetheless, in this neighbourhood and other 
locations, community engagement exercises continue to proliferate in 
this manner across Singapore. 
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